OR TWO CENTURIES theologians and biblical scholars have investigated and debated the various problems that attend research on the life of Jesus. Perusal of the scholarly literature that has been produced over this period of time reveals several interesting trends and, with respect to thle topic of mythology, seems to suggest that we have moved in the last ten or twenty years into a new era in historicalJesus research.
decades of the 19th century the debate centered on the questions of how'much myth was present in the Gospels and how this myth should be understood. 12 Many believed that the miraculous elements (e.g. Jesus' virginal conception, divine identity and attributes [such as omniscience], miracles, exorcisms, transfiguration, resurrection, and ascension) represented nothing more than mythological embellishments of certain aspects of Jesus' life and ministry. Ingenious explanations were offered to explain the gospel miracles in rational, nonsupernatural, terms.
13 Some even suggested chicanery. 14 Conservative scholars, of course, attempted to defend the historicity of much of the miraculous element. Liberal scholars were content to defend less. 15 
THE MYTHOLOGICAL DEBATE

Presence and Extent of Myth in the Gospels
The two-volume work of David Strauss gave new shape and focus to the controversy. 16 Strauss sided with the hermeneutical position of conservative scholars by agreeing that the main literary and theological point of the gospel accounts is the supernatural identity of Jesus. The point of the Gospels is not, as many liberals maintained, a natural Jesus around which supernatural embellishments eventually formed. 13 Popular explanations typically ran along the following lines: Impressed by the generosity of the young lad the 5000 produced supplies of food that had been withheld out of selfishness; when walking on the water Jesus was actually walking across a sandbar; the "dead" that Jesus raised were only comatose; others who were sick suffered from psychosomatic conditions which were relieved when assured by Jesus that they were forgiven.
14 Bahrdt (see n. 11 above) believed that Jesus faked some of his miracles, including his (apparent) death and resurrection. 15 It should be noted that in the early years of the quest, apostolic authorship of the Gospels of Matthew and John was assumed by liberals as well as by conservatives. Strauss sharply criticized the rationalizing interpretations of Herder, Paulus, and others, 17 arguing that the whole point of the Gospels is nothing less than the presentation of Jesus as the miracle-working Son of God. But Strauss was no conservative. He believed that, far from historical, this presentation of Jesus was thoroughly mythological. 18 Thus, Strauss believed that the correct approach to the Gospels was to view them as myth, not history. Or, to put it another way, the Gospels present religious, not historical, truths.
Whereas most scholars sought ways to refute Strauss's radical skepticism, 19 some contended for even more radical conclusions. Best known in this regard are the works of Bruno Bauer. In three massive studies Bauer attempted to show that there never was a historical Jesus, 20 but that Jesus of Nazareth was nothing more than a fictional character invented by the Marcan evangelist. 21 For two generations or so this radical view was treated seriously in most major German universities, though it never came close to being the dominant view among scholars. 22 Convinced, nevertheless, that Bauer's radical skepticism was destined to carry the day, Artur Drews in 1909 gave new expression to what had come to be called the "Christ myth." 23 He argued that the gospel story of Jesus is completely mythical, that Jesus never lived, and that Paul, the tentmaker of Tarsus, was one of the search, Albert Schweitzer challenged Wrede, arguing that his conclusion does not make good sense of history or of the theological concerns of the evangelist Mark. 27 Such an understanding of Mark, moreover, could take us back to the radical skepticism of Strauss.
28 But Schweitzer's portrait of a deluded prophet who thought that by taking upon himself Israel's eschatological sufferings he could bring on the messianic age appalled theologians and did not find a significant following. 29 In any case, the advent of form criticism supported Wrede's skepticism, if not always his conclusions, and had the effect of erecting a formidable barrier between the modern scholar and the object of his research, 28 Schweitzer (Quest 331-38) suggests that Christianity is faced with two alternatives: thoroughgoing skepticism (as in Strauss and Wrede) or thoroughgoing eschatology (as in Weiss and Schweitzer). 29 In a famous passage (Quest 370-71) Schweitzer describee Jesus' experience as follows: "Soon after [the preaching of John the Baptist] comes Jesus, and in the knowledge that He is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His purpose, is hanging upon it still. Second, at the same time that confidence in the possibility of the task was being shaken, doubts began to arise as to the efficacy of the results themselves. These doubts could be traced to Martin Kähler's work which had suggested that the historical Jesus the 19th-century quest had produced, although ostensibly free from myth, was also theologically irrelevant for Christian faith. 31 The Jesus of liberal theology, a Jesus who, it was claimed, had been chiefly concerned with social and religious reform, bore little resemblance to the Christ of the Church's historic creeds. Although Kähler's very significant contribution was passed over in Schweitzer's scholarly assessment, and consequently was ignored initially, the new theological mood that arose in Germany following the First World War began to voice similar concerns. Käh-ler's criticism of the 19th-century quest had now found an interested and receptive audience. Neoorthodox theology (also sometimes called neoliberalism or dialectical theology) sharply criticized the thinking that lay behind the 19th-century effort to recover the Jesus of history.
In the minds of many, the quest of the historical Jesus had thus reached a dead end, with some claiming that such a quest was historically impossible (a judgment in large measure supported by form criticism) and theologically illegitimate (as was frequently asserted by the dialectical theologians). Many scholars believed that once again they were faced with the very dilemma with which 19th-century scholarship had struggled and at one time thought it had overcome. But Bultmann saw a way out. His solution lay in a new understanding of the gospel's relationship to history and myth. First, with regard to history, Bultmann believed that the truth of the gospel stands apart from historical confirmation or historical details. He rejected, of course, the radical skepticism of Bauer and Drews, affirming the fact (the daß) of Jesus' life, but denying the possibility (or necessity) of recovering its details (the was and the wie). Second, Bultmann did not wish to dispense with myth; he wished to interpret it. 34 Herein lies the major difference between this 20th-century interpreter and the 19th-century quest. According to Bult mann, myth was the hermeneutical mode of expression by which early Christians testified to their faith in what God had done through Christ. Myth was not to be set aside in a quest for historical facts, a notion contrary to Christian faith itself (cf. 2 Cor 5:7). But myth, of course, could not be accepted in its ancient and unscientific form, for that presented modern people with a false stumbling block (to believe in miracles and angels, etc.). Myth, therefore, had to be "demythologized." That is, the mythological language of the New Testament was to be unpacked of its (existential) meaning and communicated in lan guage that modern humanity could understand and live by.
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Bultmann's approach to myth added a whole new dimension to the mythological problem. Now, myth was not being isolated and dis carded, nor was its presence viewed as threatening. Myth and the Christian gospel were apparently wrapped up together. The literature that contributed to this debate spans some three decades and is volu- However, while Bultmann's approach may have provided some theological relief from the problem, the negative impact that it had on the quest for a Jesus of history is obvious. In Germany the quest all but came to a halt. Although historical-Jesus research continued in some German, 38 French, 39 and British 40 circles, great caution (usually skepticism) was the watchword.
THE DEMISE OF THE MYTHOLOGICAL DEBATE
The secondary literature of the last two decades or so suggests that mythology's role in scholarship concerned with the historical Jesus has been eclipsed. Superficially this is seen in the noticeable decline in the number of books and articles that even speak of myth in relation to the question of the historical Jesus. 41 In the 1980s only a handful of studies appeared that were concerned with myth, and in these doubt is expressed as to the future of the demythologizing hermeneutic itself. delineating criteria for ascertaining the historicity or nonhistoricity of individual miracle stories. E. Gutwenger, e.g., has argued that the miracles can be assessed against criteria similar to those used for ascertaining the authenticity of the sayings tradition.
61 Franz Mussner went much further in arguing that the miracles of Jesus in the Gospels portray the ipsissima facta Jesu. 62 Mussner has scored some important points, but his conclusion may go beyond the evidence. Rudolf Pesch reasons, pace Mussner, that if the ipsissima verba Jesu cannot normally be recovered, it is not likely that ipsissima facta can either. 63 Nevertheless, Pesch too concludes that Jesus performed miracles. Alfred Suhl has reached a similar conclusion, arguing that the miracle tradition is ultimately rooted in the historical Jesus (and not the early Church, as many of the form critics had supposed).
64 René Latourelle has offered one of the most detailed and systematic treatments of criteria for evaluating the historicity of the miracles of Jesus.
65 Although his work contains many useful insights, it is flawed by a pronounced, and at times overriding, theological apologetic. Bultmann thinks that the saying may be traced to Jesus, though with some hesitation. 101 In my judgment the authenticity of this saying is very nearly certain, since it is highly unlikely that the early Church would invent an answer to a question in which Jesus' role is called into question ("Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for another?"). The fifth passage is found in the Lukan Gospel: "Behold, I drive out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I complete my course" (Luke 13:32). Despite its single attestation form critics tend to regard it as authentic. 102 In reference to several of the passages just reviewed Taylor rightly comments that "the incidental way in which they tell of'mighty works' is the best evidence that Jesus wrought them." off. 117 The historical Jesus may be relevant to Christian faith, but life-of-Jesus research can be undertaken without that question in mind. 118 Fourthly, philosophical factors no longer drive life-of-Jesus research to the extent that they once did. Categorical assertions about the laws of science, doctrinaire philosophies of history and historiography, and naive distinctions between modern and ancient worldviews have rightly been called into question. The result of this new criticism is that the neat distinction between "myth" and "history"-a distinction assumed valid and whose boundaries have been hotly pursued since Reimarus-cannot be maintained.
In conclusion, then, we are in what I think should be understood as a post-mythological era in life-of-Jesus research. What is taking place has some roots in past research, to be sure. But research, methods, assumptions, and conclusions are fundamentally different from those of previous generations. We have been taught to think of the quest of the historical Jesus as involving three more or less distinct historical phases. All of us have grown accustomed to speak of an "Old Quest," a "No Quest," and a "New Quest," 119 as if these represent truly distinctive eras in life-of-Jesus research. But these "quests" really amount to no more than three consecutive stages in a single and rather coherent era. It was the mythological era, the era whose agenda was all but dictated by the perceived problem of mythology. The earlier stage of the quest was characterized by a search for a myth-free history. For Reimarus this meant that myth had been deliberately superimposed upon history, i.e. the disciples of Jesus were liars and deceivers. For Paulus and others it meant that myth had accidentally become commingled with history, i.e. the disciples had been deceived. Strauss, however, was a major exception to these views of myth and history. For him myth was the very point of the story (an unhistorical story), the mode by which the religious truths of Jesus and Christianity were communicated. Similarly, Bultmann a century later, and representa-117 Note the way this is discussed in Meier, Margined Jew 4-6. 118 This is not to imply that theology has no stake in life-of-Jesus research. On the contrary, as a Christian I think that it does; and the ongoing theological debates are of great importance. But "life-of-Jesus" research, as opposed to "Christology," is not, or at least should not be, controlled by a theological confession or agenda. Life-of-Jesus research is a historical-exegetical task; it is not theology. Theologians, of course, have every right to participate in the dialogue, but they cannot expect their theological interests to decide historical questions, any more than personal feelings about Socrates should influence historical judgments about Socrates' life and thought. 119 tive of the second stage, believed that myth was not to be discarded, but was to be interpreted. According to him, a myth-free history was impossible (and pointless). This approach characterized much of the 20th-century quest, including the third stage, whether Bultmann's conclusions were accepted or not.
In view of these considerations, I think that it is fair to say that the earlier and later phases of the Quest of the historical Jesus interacted with essentially the same agenda: that of myth. Today, however, this is no longer the case; myth has ceased to be an item of importance. In my judgment this has taken place primarily because the miracle tradition is no longer the stumbling block that it once was. The scholarly assumption now seems to be that a realistic, relatively myth-free historical picture of Jesus can, and does, emerge from the Gospels. What makes today's scholarship so different is that it does not find it necessary to formulate a theology or hermeneutic that deals with myth.
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Backgrounds research, form criticism, redaction criticism, and other forms of literary criticism continue to make important contributions. Life-of-Jesus research could not proceed without them. But assumptions and conclusions are fundamentally different from those of previous generations. And they are different primarily because of a substantially altered perspective of what myth is and what relevance it has for biblical study. Therefore, I believe that it is not an exaggeration to describe the current scholarly mood as representing a substantial break with the past. 120 Perhaps it is unnecessary to point this out, hut the abandonment of the mythological agenda does not point to a new conservatism. In no way does the current life-of-Jesus research reflect historical exegesis that is less critical. In my judgment, the current assumptions and methods are more critical, in that they are not driven by questionable theological and philosophical agenda. The results of Bultmann and his pupils often reflected considerable skepticism, but skepticism is not to be confused with criticism.
